experiments would be politically unacceptable before an election". This view was echoed in a letter sent to Lord Sainsbury by Nick Palmer MP, chairman of the All-Party Parliamentary FRAME Group, in support of a letter sent to the Minister for Science by Professor Bob Combes, FRAME's Scientific Director.
Blakemore's claim is based on the expectation that huge numbers of knockout mice and transgenic mice will be needed, if the backers of the human genome project are to live up to their promises that we can all expect a dramatically longer, disease-free life, if only they are allowed to have all the resources they demand.
There are many flaws in the arguments which have been put to Lord Sainsbury in this campaign to give scientists greater freedom. Firstly, most of the best biomedical research no longer requires the use of laboratory animals, and this principle applies no less to the exploitation of the value of sequencing the human genome (whatever that may be, and only time will tell). Secondly, if the performance of the Home Office since the 1986 Act came into force on 1 January 1987 can be criticised on any grounds, it is that the benefit of the doubt in the weighing of benefit (to humans) and suffering (to animals) has been consistently skewed in favour of science, and especially the kind of science practised by many of the signatories to the letter to Lord Sainsbury.
A day or two after the article in The Guardian, the Government and the Wellcome Trust announced a commitment to spend £1 billion to upgrade university research facilities over the next two years through a new Science Research Investment Fund, to which some scientists responded by warning that this would not be enough to prevent a brain drain to the USA! There are, of course, other ways forward, and we hope that Lord Sainsbury (or failing that, the Home Secretary, at least) will be firm with representatives of the 110 when he meets them. One such way forward, in the interests of both good science and good animal welfare, is a rigorous application of the Three Rs concept of reduction, refinement and replacement.
Many animal experiments are poorly conceived, badly designed, inadequately analysed and/or incorrectly interpreted, which leads to a waste of scientific resources and unnecessary animal suffering. In addition, not enough effort is put into developing relevant and reliable methods which do not require the use of laboratory animals.
Many of the scientists who signed the letter to Lord Sainsbury are supported by funding bodies which would earn greater respect if they devoted even a fraction of one per cent of their budgets to research aimed specifically at replacing animal procedures, and to promoting reduction and refinement, not least through training in better experimental design.
Michael Balls

